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Vocational Education and Training 
Terry Hyland and Paul Hager 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
If educational processes are viewed in broad, non-formal terms as aspects of 'upbringing' 
(White 1997:83), then vocational studies is as old and, since it is vital to survival and 
reproduction, arguably older than any other form of education. The concept of apprenticeship - 
an historically important component in accounts of vocational education and training (VET) - 
provides a useful entry point here. If apprenticeship is conceived in terms of teaching/learning 
processes whereby a novice or initiate is enabled to achieve mastery in a particular sphere of 
activity, then such vocationalism must date back to the very earliest times when humans first 
organised themselves into distinct communities. As Coffey (1992) observes, all early education 
can be said to have had an 'explicit vocational function' in that: 
 
 Economic life was primarily sustained by the passing on of manual skills 
 from one generation to the next. Most people were educated 'on the job', 
 in particular by experiencing some sort of formal or informal 
 apprenticeship (11). 
 
     Both the formal and informal educational practices of early societies - with a specifically 
vocational function of inculcating knowledge, skills and values required for survival and 
reproduction - must have included passing on to young people the key elements of hunting, 
fishing, making food and clothing, and caring for the young. Harold Benjamin's famous 'Saber-
Tooth Curriculum' (1939) - consisting of the skills of fish-grabbing, horse-clubbing and saber-
tooth tiger-scaring - though self-evidently factitious, is probably a reasonably accurate account 
of how these early VET practices would have eventually been formalised and systematised as 
tribes and communities developed religious, puberty and organisational/leadership mores and 
rituals (Wilds & Lottich,1970). Since such vocational practices seem both natural and crucial in 
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terms of survival and progress, the intriguing question is why these processes came to be 
differentiated, with different forms and strands distinguished in terms of prestige and status in 
ways which generally disfavour and disvalue vocational studies.  
     Lewis (1991), for instance, refers to the 'historical problem of vocational education' which 
he outlines in terms of its subordinate status in relation to general academic studies and the 
fact that it 'has traditionally been viewed in class terms' (96-7). Similarly, in examining the 
historical development of vocational studies in British schools, Coffey (1992) noted that its 
'place and scope...has been sparse, limited in intent and fragmented'(2), and Maclure (1991) 
has commented upon the 'historical failure of English education to integrate the academic and 
the practical, the general and the vocational' (28). Moreover, Lewis (1991) suggests that 
'whether in the developed or developing world...vocational education has been conceived of as 
being unworthy of the elite, and more suited to the oppressed or unprivileged classes' (97). In 
like vein, Skilbeck et al. (1994) observe that, in England and Wales, the 'educational tradition 
has been inhospitable to a broad and comprehensive vocational philosophy' (138). 
     As Silver & Brennan (1988) have commented, 'education and training, theory and practice, 
the liberal and the vocational - the polarities have centuries of turbulent history' (3). This 
history goes back at least to ideas about knowledge and education  originally espoused by 
Plato and Aristotle, though more recent formulations owe much to the development of 
compulsory schooling at a time when societies were industrialising and conceptions of work, 
labour and production were being shaped in the popular consciousness (Hyland,1999). 
Distinctions between 'work' (linked to autonomous activity) and 'labour' (associated with 
heteronomous activity) have, as White (1997:Chap.2) has argued, played a crucial role in 
determining the values surrounding different notions of vocational learning. Against this 
background it will be argued later that, although the concept of productive work linked to 
vocationalism through applied knowledge may have contributed to the subordinate status of 
VET in the past, the idea of workplace learning provides an excellent means of transcending 
the bifurcated reasoning in this sphere and establishing a cogent reconceptualisation of 
vocational studies for the post-Fordist society of the 21st century. 
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VOCATIONAL-ACADEMIC DISTINCTIONS 
 
 All the hierarchical curriculum differences outlined above - eventually linked to social 
stratification in which disinterested knowledge came to be associated with a leisured elite and 
applied knowledge with the mass of people who had to work for a living (Schofield,1972) - 
were later to be codifed precisely by Dewey in his attempts to break down the 'antithesis of 
vocational and cultural education' based on the false oppositions of 'labour and leisure, theory 
and practice, body and mind' (1916/1966:306). As a result of these developments, educational 
arrangements in the English-speaking world have been powerfully shaped throughout their 
history by a series of related and overlapping dichotomies inspired by the ancient Greeks, viz. 
body vs. mind, hand vs. head, manual vs. mental, skills vs. knowledge, applied vs. pure, 
knowing how vs. knowing that, practice vs. theory, particular vs. general, and training vs. 
education. We say 'dichotomies' rather than 'distinctions' because dichotomies more clearly go 
beyond the linguistic in having material consequences in social and political realities. The 
power of this series of dichotomies is reflected in the ongoing institutional separation of 
vocational education and training from the educational mainstream. 
  Of course some university education is clearly vocational and always has been (Carr,1997). 
For example, a major role of universities from their beginnings was to produce leaders in areas 
such as the church and the law. Since the industrial revolution, the vocational scope of 
universities has expanded continually. However, this expansion has been justified as 
educational rather than narrowly vocational by the perceived predominance of the mental over 
the manual in such studies, a feature not seen as shared by those sub-professional 
occupations excluded from university study. As Ashby succinctly put it: 
 
Here is the criterion for determining what subject or what parts of a subject should be 
taught at a university. If the subject lends itself to disinterested thinking; if 
generalization can be extracted from it; if it can be advanced by research; if, in brief, it 
breeds ideas in the mind, then the subject is appropriate for a university. If, on the other 
hand, the subject borrows all its principles from an older study (as journalism does from 
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literature, or salesmanship from psychology, or massage from anatomy and 
physiology), and does not lead to generalization, then the subject is not a proper one 
for a university. Let it be taught somewhere by all means. It is important that there 
should be opportunities for training in it. But it is a technique, not an exercise for 
maintaining intellectual health; and the place for technique is a technical college 
(Ashby, 1946: 81). 
 
Ashby's suggestions have a certain plausibility. For a start they incorporate the idea that 
institutional arrangements validate the dichotomy - universities for general education, technical 
(or further education or community) colleges for vocational education. Ashby's suggestions 
also seem to explain a range of historical facts about the development of particular university 
courses. In law and medicine general principles underlying the profession are the province of 
the university, whilst specific vocational skills are learnt away from the university as an articled 
clerk or intern. Certain subjects faced a long battle to gain a place in universities. For example, 
pharmacy was typically an apprenticeship course at technical or further education colleges 
until it could finally breed enough ideas in the mind to move to the universities. Likewise, the 
struggle of engineering to gain acceptance within universities was long and complex (Ashby, 
1966, Ch. 3). The dichotomies have had crucial material consequences at the social and 
political levels as they significantly shaped what counts as knowledge, who delivers it and who 
certifies it. According to this received 'grand narrative' of education derived from Plato and 
Aristotle, theoretical knowledge is superior to both practical and productive knowledge. For 
Aristotle, theoretical knowledge was linked 'to certainty, because its object was said to be what 
is always or for most part the case' (Ethics, trans.Thomson,1976,p.207). According to Aristotle, 
it thereby had a share in the divine. He held that practical knowledge was inferior to theoretical 
knowledge because it involved 'choice among relative goods' and productive knowledge was 
even more inferior because it involved 'the making of things out of contingent matter'.  For the 
Greeks this hierarchy of theory/practice/production was not only epistemological, but also 
social in that a person's place in the city state reflected the kind of knowledge that was their 
daily concern. 
 5 
     It is arguable that this epistemology creates several problems due to its impoverished 
notions of knowledge. Knowledge is quarantined from emotion and will. Although this 
influential view of knowledge may have origins in the thought of Plato and Aristotle, its 
influence became greater via the legacy of Descartes (Schofield,1972).  If humans are 
essentially minds that incidentally inhabit bodies, then development of mind remains the focus 
of education. If thinking is the essential characteristic of minds, it can be treated in isolation 
from non-essential emotion and conation.  
     This elevation of theoretical knowledge underpins the front-end model of education for 
work: that is, a structured dose of appropriate education prior to entering an occupation is 
sufficient basis for a career.  The main business of preparatory courses is then to supply 
novices with the knowledge that they will apply later on to solve problems in their workplace 
practice. However, such dichotomous theory/practice thinking prevents serious consideration 
of knowledge peculiar to the workplace, or of the possibility that the workplace might be an 
important and distinctive source of knowledge. If workplace practice merely involves the 
application of general theories (taught through formal education), then the details of workplace 
problems remain of little interest to formal education. 
 
CRITICISMS OF THE VOCATIONAL EDUCATION/GENERAL EDUCATION DICHOTOMY  
 
Over the years the vocational education/general education dichotomy has attracted a diverse 
range of critical comment (Skilbeck et.al.,1994; Avis et.al.,1996). Three broad types of 
arguments against this dichotomy can be distinguished readily - economic arguments, 
technological arguments, and educational arguments (see Hager, 1990). From the 
economist's point of view the vocational/general dichotomy is a false one, not only because 
graduates of supposedly general higher education courses end up in relatively well paid jobs. 
As well, the same result is found in all countries where schooling offers alternatives of general 
education or vocational education. In addition, underdeveloped countries which set out to 
achieve economic growth and development by deliberately making their education system 
specifically vocational have fared less well than those whose education system focussed on 
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basic general education (Green,1997). So in both cases there remains the paradox that 
general education appears to be more vocational than vocational education. Hence the 
dichotomy appears a spurious one, at least in terms of distinguishing education that prepares 
people for work from education that serves other purposes.  
     Technological arguments against the dichotomy centre on the capacities needed to deal 
successfully with rapid technological change (Lewis,1997). The main claim here is that while 
specific skills are quickly rendered redundant by the pace of technological change, more 
generic attributes remain relevant and, indeed, are the key to adapting quickly and easily to 
ever new circumstances. The major impact of micro-electronic technology on work is an oft-
quoted example of the creation of a demand for the broad attributes that general education 
provides. Hence a major interest in generic attributes has become evident at all levels of 
education in the last decade. The aim has been to identify, teach and assess generic attributes 
thought to be common to performance in both education and the workplace.  In the United 
States these generic attributes are known as 'workplace competencies' or 'foundation skills' 
(SCANS,1991), in England and Scotland as 'core skills', in Australia as 'key competencies', 
and in New Zealand as 'essential skills' - all reductive expressions and all leading to confusion. 
However generic attribute approaches are not without their problems. Their proponents are 
often naively optimistic about the transferability of such attributes (Hyland,1999). Research 
evidence that generic attributes are acquired best in authentic practice situations further 
emphasises the limitations of the front-end model of vocational preparation. 
     The educational arguments against the vocational education/general education dichotomy 
are more diverse. Perhaps one thing that they broadly have in common is a rejection of the 
theory/practice dichotomy which is a close relative of the general education/vocational 
education dichotomy. Although the educational arguments against the vocational 
education/general education dichotomy are diverse, a common theme is well presented by 
Whitehead. In arguing for the view that 'the antithesis between a technical and a liberal 
education is fallacious' (1950: 74), Whitehead offers the following basic challenge: Pedants 
sneer at an education which is useful. But if education is not useful, what is it? (1950: 3). 
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    The educational arguments against the vocational education/general education dichotomy 
usually turn on epistemological considerations. For one thing, knowledge and competence are 
not as disparate as some commentators assume. Wolf argues '...that there is no bifurcation 
between competence and education.' She takes this to mean that competency based 
education '.....is perfectly compatible with the learning of higher-level skills, the acquisition of 
generalizable knowledge (and understanding), and with broad-based courses. . . . 
Competence is a construct, and not something that we can observe directly' (Wolf 1989: 39-
40). But so too is knowledge. (We infer whether a student's knowledge is adequate from their 
performance on various tests and assignments.). What we know of the structure of mind 
shows the importance of a variety of cognitive abilities. Knowledge recall is only the start. Far 
from involving practice without theory, as some higher education critics fear, what competence 
does is to take us beyond lower cognitive abilities, such as recall, to higher cognitive abilities, 
such application and synthesis of knowledge. Not just that something is done, but why it is 
done is crucial, i.e. '"knowing" something involves knowing when to access it, and being able 
to do so when appropriate - even if it is only in an examination room.' (1989: 42) 
There are still other epistemological arguments against the vocational/ general dichotomy. For 
instance, Wilson (1992) has argued that by shunning the vocational, universities risk inhibiting 
the growth of knowledge. His argument, briefly, is that knowledge is a social product and so 
are the ways that we package it. He discusses various sorts of boxes in which it might be 
packaged. He suggests an initial four-fold division. 1. Enabling disciplines (philosophy, 
mathematics, computing, etc.); 2. Disciplines concerned with the natural world (physics, 
chemistry, biology, etc); 3. Disciplines concerned with the human world (the arts, the social 
sciences); and 4. Disciplines concerned with practice in the human world (engineering, 
medicine, law, education, etc.). Wilson argues that all categories of the disciplines make 
valuable contributions to knowledge advance. Increasingly, he suggests, significant advances 
require inter- and multidisciplinary input. He further suggests that disciplines concerned with 
practice in the human world offer unique skills, e.g. design, diagnosis, pattern recognition, etc., 
and should not be neglected in favour of the first three categories.  Many of these 
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characteristics are now incorporated in contemporary programmes of work-based learning in 
universities (Symes & MacIntyre, 2000). 
     Given these criticisms of the vocational education/general education dichotomy, it is 
unsurprising that the model of education that has been inspired by this dichotomy is 
experiencing increasing difficulties. 
 
THE FRONT-END MODEL AND ITS INCREASING PROBLEMS 
 
 The term 'front-end model' refers to any instance of vocational preparation that is based on a 
period of formal education and/or training that needs to be completed by entrants to the 
occupation before they can be regarded as qualified workers. This usually takes place in 
classrooms remote from the workplace. This model is called 'front-end' because it implies that 
all of the learning that is needed for a lifetime of practice has been completed. The model has 
been dominant in vocational preparation of all kinds, especially in professional and sub-
professional occupations where a period of some years study in a formal educational 
institution is typically a prerequisite for entry into the occupation. However, the front-end model 
has been influential also in trades and other skilled occupations in spite of their greater 
recognition of the importance of on-the-job learning for novices. In these occupations a 
mandatory period of formal education or training has been common, and is becoming even 
more so. In Australia, for example, a system of one year traineeships including a formal 
education component has been instituted over the last decade for a wide range of occupations 
not covered by apprenticeships. Thus, in the recent past, approaches to vocational preparation 
have nearly always centred around formal and structured learning in classrooms and training 
settings.  
 This front-end model has, however, been the target of much recent criticism. Three main sets 
of doubts – outlined and discussed in the following sections -  signal a sharp decline in 
confidence in it.  In response to these doubts, some seek to refurbish a model that they argue 
has served us well.  Hence they regard the problems as internal ones.  For others, a new and 
unstable external environment is what renders the model obsolete.  
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1. Doubts generated by perceived failures of the front-end model  
 
During the 1990s there has been growing international public dissatisfaction with the 
professions and with the performance of particular professionals, fuelled by an increased 
willingness on the part of the media to expose professional incompetence and malpractice, by 
the increasing sophistication of consumers, and by general demands for greater 
accountability. The professions have reacted to this situation in various ways - by 
implementing more rigorous assessment and certification of professionals, by increasing 
continuing professional education (CPE) requirements, and by reforming assessment 
procedures in professional preparation courses. All of these, but especially the second, have 
raised doubts about whether the front-end model is still viable. 
 Doubts about its efficacy are not confined to the professions. In the last decade, various 
countries  have introduced occupational competency standards (Arguelles & Gonczi, 2000) 
and,  in America, the 1990 Carl D. Perkins Act set out similar standards.  These represent an 
attempt to specify the main attributes and skills required in the competent performance of an 
occupation. One of the clear lessons from this experience is that vocational preparation 
courses are unable to produce graduates that fully meet the competency standards (Hager, 
1998). At best, the front-end model produces novices requiring significant on-the-job learning. 
Typically this limitation of the model has been ignored, though in some cases recently it has 
received at least tacit recognition. It is no accident surely that many of the professions have 
long required that completion of the formal course be followed by an internship, a professional 
year, a probationary year, etc. Likewise the traditional path from apprentice to fully qualified 
tradesperson can be seen as recognising the ongoing on-the-job learning that high level 
performance requires. Typically, the formal vocational education component is completed in 
the early years with subsequent workplace practice leading to full qualification as a 
tradesperson. While poorly-planned arrangements have understandably led some to raise 
charges of 'time-serving', this should not be allowed to obscure the significant role that 
informal on-the-job learning plays in all apprenticeships. 
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2. Doubts about the received understanding of the nature of workplace practice 
 
A prominent 'common sense' assumption underpinning the front-end model is that the theories 
taught in the formal course subsequently play a major role in workplace performance. Various 
writers on the preparation of professionals  have drawn attention to the inadequacy of this 
'common sense' assumption which Schön calls 'technical rationality' (1983, 1987). He 
characterises it as the view that professionals need to have command of a body of disciplinary 
knowledge, mostly scientific, which they then draw upon to analyse and solve the various 
problems that they encounter in their daily practice. This approach does not fit well, he claims, 
with what is known about the actual practice of professionals. For one thing, it is typical of real 
life practice that ready-made problems do not simply present themselves to the practitioner. A 
major role of professionals is to identify what the problems are in a given set of circumstances.  
The front-end model of professional education typically reflects this technical rationality in its 
curriculum emphases: knowledge acquisition, together with practice at applying knowledge to 
professional problems.  Even if the technical rationality critique is not compelling, the front-end 
model can be seen as a fairly hit-and-miss affair in its own terms. The extent of transferability 
and application would seem to depend on the cognate proximity of the workplace to the 
intellectual core of the formal learning. Sometimes proximity is regarded as ideal - for example, 
banking is  underpinned better by a Bachelor of Commerce than by an arts degree; sometimes 
the opposite is favoured - for example, in the diplomatic corps, or even in the public sector. 
Thus there has been, traditionally, a spectrum of beliefs about the best model of transfer and 
application. Little wonder, then, that the nature of professional practice and ways to improve 
induction into it have recently become major concerns. 
   The critique of technical rationality has the effect of raising questions about the types of 
knowledge that practitioners actually require. These questions have been sharpened further by 
debates about whether or not competency or performance standards incorporate knowledge 
adequately (see, e.g., Hager & Beckett, 1995; Davis, 1998; Lum, 1999). In Western culture 
universities have become the knowledge creation and development centres of society. The 
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vocational education and training sector, however, has been geared to knowledge users as 
opposed to knowledge producers. The emerging rhetoric suggests that the workplace of the 
future is one which will also be a knowledge creation and development site, opening an age 
old debate concerning the relationship between theoreticians and practitioners. The classical 
elevation of the academic over the practitioner has dominated the relationship between the two 
groups within our culture. Practice-based knowledge and the knowledge developed through 
formal education exist independently of one another, and each is relatively unrecognised by 
those in the other domain. Large areas of know-how are therefore frequently either omitted 
from educational programmes or described and codified differently. Practice-based know-how 
is, in itself, often imprecise, implicit in nature, contextualised, and therefore difficult to explain. 
In contrast, the knowledge base in education programmes lends itself to codification and 
generalisability. This appears to be the position in both professional and non-professional 
situations (Eraut 1994). 
  
3. Doubts about the capacity of the front-end model to deal with rapid change 
 
The very real impact of unprecedented and accelerating change on work and on vocational 
preparation courses cannot be ignored. One clear effect has been to place pressure on the 
front-end approach. Increasingly, a formal two, three or four year course at the start of a 
career is seen merely as the necessary foundation for the early years of practice, rather than 
as the sufficient basis for a lifetime of practice.  
     One upshot is an increasing openness to a reconceptualisation of the role of knowledge in 
the workplace.  Declining confidence in received understandings of the nature of professional 
practice have, however, not been enough to convince everyone of the need for an alternative 
model. This is so because, while the front-end model is founded on the dubious theory/practice 
view of the nature of professional practice, no rival theory has gained sufficient support to 
replace decisively the theory/practice view. Schön's well known theory of 'reflecting-in-action' 
has been widely influential, not least, in attempts to revivify the front-end model by 
incorporating the practice of reflection into it, but it has been subject to an increasing range of 
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criticisms. A major criticism is that it is much clearer what Schön is against than what he is for. 
His proposal for 'reflecting-in-action' is variously charged with being too vague. Gilroy (1993) 
challenges it on general epistemological grounds. Beckett (1996) goes further and questions 
the very existence of 'reflecting-in-action', particularly in those professions where the action is 
typically 'hot'. 'Hot' action is a characteristic of professions where the 'pressure for action is 
immediate' (Eraut, 1985: 128). This includes much of the work of teachers, surgeons, lawyers 
in court, nurses, etc. By contrast the work of a lawyer preparing a brief, of an architect 
developing a design, or of a doctor in a consulting room, is much 'cooler'. Beckett's point is 
that while 'reflecting-in-action' might have some plausibility in these latter cases, it is simply 
inapplicable in situations of 'hot' action. He argues that 'anticipative action' is a better 
explanatory concept for these cases, though itself not without its difficulties. 
     While Schön's theory has failed to gain widespread assent, so have many others (Hager, 
1996). Although various theories offer interesting insights into the nature of occupational and 
professional practice, our overall understanding of this important topic is still rather primitive. 
We are left in an unsatisfactory situation. The familiarity and commonsensical plausibility of the 
front-end model have not saved it from criticism, and attempts to renovate it have not removed 
doubt about its capacity to produce graduates who deal effectively with change. This has led to 
a strong interest in the idea of lifelong learning. 
 
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING: DEVELOPMENTS AND STRATEGIES 
 
 Although the vocational-academic divisions outlined in earlier sections have persisted in 
educational developments over the last half century, the changing nature and demands of 
capital and the labour market have meant that the language and terms of reference have 
developed apace. Changes in the meanings and popular conceptions of the key notions of 
'class' and 'skill' have paralleled developments in capitalism in the move from Fordist to post-
Fordist production (Ainley,1993) and these transformations - particularly since the 1970s oil 
crisis, recession and growth of mass youth unemployment - have been matched by 
reformulations of the role of VET (Flude & Sieminski,1999).  
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     The 'new vocationalism' - a term which commentators use to characterise the 
vocationalisation of all aspects of education since the 1970s (Avis et.al.,1996; Hyland,1999) - 
may be defined in terms of the 'ideal of practical relevance: applicable knowledge and skills' 
(Skilbeck et al,1994: 18). The recent 'resurgence of interest in the world's industrialised 
countries in the vocational dimension of education' (ibid.,:22) has not, however, been prompted 
by educational considerations linked to the need to reconcile or create parity of esteem 
between the academic and the vocational, but by the changing nature of the global economy 
and labour markets.  Since the period of the so-called Great Debate in Britain and the 
beginning of the new vocational initiatives in the 1970s there has been a tendency (unfortunate 
since, as argued later, it is grossly mistaken) to correlate VET and economic/industrial 
performance in a direct and often causal manner (Hyland,1994; Raggatt & Williams,1999). 
This sort of interpretation was encouraged by analyses of the problems of the British economy 
such as Barnett's Audit of War (1986) and Wiener's English Culture and the Decline of the 
Industrial Spirit (1981) which, as Whiteside et.al. (1992:4) noted, 'contributed to the 
development of a set of beliefs among politicians and industrialists that one of the central 
causes of Britain's prolonged economic decline lay in its education and training system'. 
    Consequently, throughout the 1980s a view emerged that schooling was - not just an 
inadequate preparation for working life for a substantial number of pupils - but that the poor 
economic performance of Britain in those days was somehow caused by the deficiencies of 
school leavers. Such a representation of the problem has been exposed as a crude and 
dishonest 'vocationalist ritual', a tissue of misinformation which attempted to 'juvenalise and 
personalise the problem...understate more parsimonious causes...equate simplistically 
education and economic success and deflect attention from youth unemployment' 
(Stronach,1990:173). The irrationality of this discourse 'had the effect of distorting public policy 
debate about the relationship between economic change, education and employment' 
(Esland,1990:5). Even more damage was done to the cause of upgrading vocational studies 
by the practical implications of such policies: the development of a number of Youth Training 
Schemes (YTS) - most of which, under the guise of the 'enterprise' label, immorally 'sold 
unemployment relief as training' (Lee et.al.,1990:195) - which, by concentrating on narrow job 
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skills and competences (Hyland,1994; Green,1997) effectively downgraded VET in general 
and work-based training in particular.  
     In recent years public policy for post-compulsory education and training has moved away 
from skill-talk and competences towards the notion of lifelong learning as a model for reform. 
Appropriated from the adult education tradition with the purpose of breaking down the so-
called 'front-end', conventional model of schooling, the slogan of 'lifelong learning' is now being 
used in Britain primarily as a means of popularising a particular view of VET. In commenting 
on The Learning Age (DfEE,1998) - the new Labour government's definitive policy document 
on education and training - the Secretary of State observed that 'for individuals who want 
security in employment and a nation that must compete worldwide, learning is the key' 
(Blunkett,1998: 18). 
     Although there are references to broader perspectives on education - for example, 
emphasising active citizenship, personal development and social inclusion - in the more recent 
new Labour policy documents, the overriding thrust of current policy is economistic and 
concerned principally with upskilling the workforce to gain a competitive advantage in the 
global market place (Hyland, 1999). However, the emphasis on learning - as opposed to skills 
or competence-based training - has been welcomed by adult educators and VET providers for 
the scope it offers to transcend the narrow, task-based occupationalism which characterised 
education and training in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s. 
     Two examples of the impact of such policy on practice - the University for Industry (UfI) 
scheme and the New Deal programmes for unemployed people - are worth mentioning since, 
in addition to being flagship government programmes, they serve to illustrate contemporary 
strategies for VET. Both of the programmes are characterised by the 'third way politics' whose 
aim is the 'social investment state' which 'defines equality as inclusion and inequality as 
exclusion' (Giddens,1998: 102). The commitment to social inclusion leads to objectives 
concerned with bridging the 'learning divide between those who have benefited from education 
and training and those who have not' (DfEE,1998: 11). To this end both the UfI and the New 
Deal initiatives are informed by ideas of extending opportunities and access to VET 
programmes for traditionally under-represented individuals and organisations. 
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     The UfI is a 'virtual' organisation which - by exploiting existing resources and facilities 
through information and communications technology (ICT) and the Internet - seeks to establish 
a network of learning centres which will 'broker' services and sources between users and 
providers of VET (Hillman,1997). Targeting individuals who lack basic skills and small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) which have historically been excluded from VET networks, 
the new organisation intends to open up opportunities and stimulate the demand for lifelong 
learning.  
     The New Deal Welfare to Work (WtW) programmes (DfEE,1997) are also concerned with 
social exclusion in the sense that they are designed to provide the skills and wherewithal to 
help unemployed people (especially 18-24 year olds) to find sustained jobs. A key element in 
WtW schemes is the initial 'Gateway' phase, a period of intensive guidance and counselling by 
which unemployed people are directed towards various options in the public, private and 
voluntary sectors of employment. There is also a full-time VET option and all job placements 
are linked to part-time education and training for which employers receive government 
subsidies. In its two years of operation, New Deal has helped 230,000 young people into jobs 
and another 148,000 have been guided into work experience or training (Educa, 2000: 5). 
     Although such lifelong learning policies are currently operating primarily on the deficit 
model in remedying past VET shortcomings, their populist ethos and determination to widen 
and extend access for traditionally under-represented groups is highly significant and 
promising. Lifelong learning versions of vocational studies are still influenced rather too much 
by the technicism and narrow instrumentalism characteristic of former strategies but, in forging 
links between the short-term work-relief schemes and traineeship, modern apprenticeship and 
general VET provision in Britain, they demonstrate a potential  for generating the sort of 
reforms necessary for solving the historical problems in this sphere (Hyland, 2000a). 
 
CONCLUSION: ENHANCING VOCATIONAL STUDIES 
 
 It has been argued that developments in VET during the last quarter of the 20th century in 
Britain and elsewhere - not only failed to heal the historical divisions between vocational and 
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academic studies - but, through narrowly-defined skills and competence-based strategies, 
actually served to de-skill and downgrade many VET programmes. Current lifelong learning 
programmes are only likely to have a limited impact on this historical problem since their main  
purpose is directed towards relieving unemployment, upskilling the workforce and enhancing 
the employability skills of young people. In order, to create parity of esteem for vocational 
studies, enhance work-based learning and achieve the principal lifelong learning objectives, 
such short-term relief projects need to be supplemented by substantial reform measures. 
    There have been many strategies - both theoretical and practical - for reconciling the 
vocational and academic strands of educational provision. In the 19th century, the ideas of 
philosophical idealists such as T.H. Green and utilitarians such as Mill were used to construct 
elaborated conceptions of liberal education which purported to incorporate the scientific and 
technological advances of the Industrial Revolution (Gordon & White,1979). In response to the 
same technological revolution, Dewey's writings have been highly influential in arguing for an 
education which stresses the 'full intellectual and social meaning of a vocation' 
(Dewey,1916/1966: 318) with the aim of breaking down the 'antithesis of vocational and 
cultural education'(ibid.,: 301). 
     An interesting version of revisionism in this sphere is illustrated in Adams' (1933) Modern 
Developments in Educational Practice which insists that 'all education must affect our future 
life either adversely or favourably, and to that extent all education is vocational, preparing us 
for the vocation of life' (50). A more recent example of this sort of approach is Silver & 
Brennan's (1988) advocacy of 'liberal vocationalism' in higher education which involves, both 
the introduction of 'hybrid' courses combining arts and science subjects, and the incorporation 
of liberal/general education elements into vocational programmes in engineering and business 
studies degrees . The key principle here seems to be that of demonstrating that liberal and 
vocational studies have many characteristics in common. R.S. Peters makes a similar point in 
observing that both theoretical and practical activities can be engaged in 'for their own 
sakes'(1978:9) and, in the same vein, Walsh argues that 'once the real values of liberal 
pursuits are stated and classified...we can find the same values in practical pursuits' (1978: 
62).  
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      A danger with all such reconciliation strategies is that - whether they seek to show that 
liberal education can include the vocational, or that vocational education can be liberal - of 
reinforcing the original divisions and sources of differentiation. Pring (1995: 189) alludes to 
such difficulties in his observation that in many such formulations: 
 
 'Liberal' is contrasted with 'vocational' as if the vocational, properly taught,  
 cannot itself be liberating - a way into those forms of knowledge through  
 which a person is freed from ignorance, and opened to new imaginings, new 
possibilities (original italics). 
 
There is now a growing consensus about what needs to be done (Avis et.al.1996; Raggatt & 
Williams,1999) - at both practical and theoretical levels - to upgrade vocational studies and 
bridge the academic-vocational divide. By way of a conclusion it is worth examining the 
emerging discourse in this sphere in terms of three key categories: learning, curriculum and 
values. 
 
Learning 
 
Although Pring recommends a form of teaching as part of a vocational-academic reconciliation 
strategy, in truth the emphasis really needs to be placed upon learning (whilst accepting the 
connections between learning and teaching), particularly the sort of learning directed towards 
student autonomy and empowerment which figures prominently in conceptions of 'studentship' 
and 'learning careers' (Bloomer,1997). It is surely worth noting that the one common element 
in relation to the main dualisms in this sphere - vocational-academic, theoretical-practical, 
education-training - is precisely and crucially the process of learning. What matters in terms of 
enhancing the quality and status of VET, therefore, is that this learning is rich and deep, 
allowing for the progression and continuity which is essential to working careers and lifelong 
learning objectives. 
 18 
     This focus on learning also raises the challenge of recognising that worthwhile learning 
often occurs outside of formal education settings. Earlier sections have indicated why the 
workplace has been viewed as uninteresting from an educational perspective. Thus any 
learning that occurs during the practice of work has been held to be of little significance 
compared to knowledge acquired by other means, particularly formal education and training. 
Quite simply, informal learning, which by definition largely lies outside of the political and social 
processes by which societies organise, transmit and accredit knowledge, is thereby rendered 
invisible. The widespread acceptance of this view becomes understandable when the major 
differences on many criteria between informal workplace learning and traditional 'educational' 
activities are noted. Owing to the influence of the vocational education/general education 
dichotomy, formal on-the-job training is widely viewed as of dubious educational status. But on 
many criteria structured on-the-job training is much more like traditional 'educational' activities 
than it is like informal workplace learning. This is because both share many features common 
to all formal learning. Hence, there is a paradigm shift implied in any suggestion that informal 
workplace learning should be taken seriously as part of someone’s education. The vast 
differences between informal workplace learning and formal learning activities of all kinds can 
be appreciated from the following considerations: 
1. Teachers/trainers are in control in both formal learning in educational institutions and in on-
the-job training, whereas the learner is in control (if anyone is) in informal workplace learning. 
That is, formal learning is intentional, but workplace learning is often unintentional. 
2. Learning in formal education and in on-the-job training is prescribed by formal curriculum, 
competency standards, learning outcomes, etc. Informal workplace learning has no formal 
curriculum or prescribed outcomes. 
3. In both educational institutions and on-the-job training, learning outcomes are largely 
predictable. Informal workplace learning outcomes are much less predictable. 
4. In both educational institutions and on-the-job training, learning is largely explicit (the learner 
is expected to be able to articulate what has been learnt, e.g. in a written examination or in 
answer to teacher questioning; trainees are required to perform appropriate activities as a 
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result of their training). Informal workplace learning is often implicit or tacit (learners are 
commonly unaware of the extent of their learning). 
5. In formal classrooms and in on-the-job training the emphasis is on teaching/training and on 
the content and structure of what is taught/trained (largely as a consequence of 1-4). In 
informal workplace learning, the emphasis is on the experiences of the learner-as-worker: not 
a concept to be taken lightly, given the power of self-directed learning in making sense of  
one’s workplace as well as one’s own life at work. 
6. Formal classroom learning and on-the-job training usually focus on individual learning. 
Informal workplace learning is more often collaborative and/or collegial, despite the current 
policy and rhetorical emphasis on self-direction and individual experience, noted in point 5. 
This sociality occurs because workplaces are by definition socio-culturally located, and their 
consequently shared and site-specific experiences collectively available for educative 
purposes. Thus, workers, invest much of their personal identities in work, and find these 
defined and re-defined by the local work culture - by 'the way we do things here'.  
7. Learning in formal classrooms is uncontextualised, i.e. it emphasises general principles 
rather than their specific applications. While on-the-job training is typically somewhat 
contextualised, even here the general is emphasised, e.g. training for general industry 
standards. But, informal workplace learning is by its nature highly contextualised, as outlined in 
point 6, and must include emotive, cognitive and social dimensions of  workers’ experiences in 
advancing their learning. 
8. Learning in formal education and in on-the-job training is seen typically in terms of theory (or 
knowledge) and practice (application of theory and knowledge). Informal workplace learning, 
though, seems to be appropriately viewed as seamless know how, a close relative of the 
Aristotelian notion of phronesis or practical wisdom. 
9. In educational institutions and in on-the-job training, learning knowledge typically is viewed 
as more difficult than learning skills (thus, e.g., more teaching effort is invested usually in the 
first as against the second). Informal workplace learning, as the development of competence 
or capability via a suitably structured sequence of experience, does not operate with the 
knowledge/skills distinction. 
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 Given 1-9, it is hardly surprising that formal learning/education is valued much more than 
informal learning (including workplace learning). Informal workplace learning is a paradigm 
case of informal education which is undervalued particularly by all levels in the formal 
education system. Historically, training has been viewed as the antithesis of education. 
Training as mindless, mechanical, routine activity has been contrasted with education as 
development of mind via completion of intellectually challenging tasks (Winch, 1995). Yet 
despite this 'chalk and cheese' conception of education and training, 1-9 above show that they 
have more in common with one another than either has with informal workplace learning. No 
wonder, then, that for many involved in education the idea of informal workplace learning as 
genuine education is beyond the pale. Despite this, for several reasons discussed in this 
chapter, such as, the growth of interest in lifelong learning and the advent of the University for 
Industry, informal learning at work is suddenly starting to receive significant attention.  
     However, for informal workplace learning to be viewed seriously as a legitimate adjunct to 
mainstream educational activities, traditional dichotomies would need to be discarded and the 
notion of education itself reconceptualised. This remains a major challenge for philosophy of 
education as evidenced by White (1997). In this book White provides excellent analyses of 
various philosophical accounts of work, but his own theory has the effect of preserving the 
traditional dichotomies. White defines both education and work in such as way as to rule out 
any significant overlap between the two. Thus, the outcome, perhaps unintentional, of White's 
intellectual framework is that work is educationally uninteresting, and, hence, learning at work 
of little value (Hager 1999). 
     What contemporary work in philosophy of education clearly goes beyond the traditional 
dichotomies? Perhaps the most promising is that seeking to develop new understandings of 
learning based on late Wittgenstein (e.g. Williams, 1994; Winch, 1998). Despite the bad press 
that training has received in traditional philosophy of education, this work suggests that the 
basic form of learning is being trained into pattern-governed behaviours, i.e. learning to 
engage in activities licensed by practice or custom. This work stresses learning as a normative 
social practice avoiding the mentalistic presuppositions that have shaped most philosophical 
thought on these matters. 
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Curriculum 
 
Skilbeck et al (1994), in comparing a broad range of national VET strategies, note the 
differences between the 'schooling' and 'working life' approaches to vocational studies. On the 
schooling model (operating, in different degrees, in the USA, France and Britain) the 'primary 
responsibility for vocational education lies with the school authorities', whereas on the working 
life model (characteristic of VET systems in Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Denmark) the 
'primary responsibility for vocational education lies with employers or in a shared arrangement 
with school authorities'(64). After examining all the various systems, Skilbeck et al conclude by 
suggesting that - whatever their location on the schooling-working life continuum - there is 'an 
acceptance of the need for improved quality and relevance of programmes that aim to 
embrace all youth up to and beyond the age of 18' (105). In order to achieve this goal, the 
authors argue that: 
 
 The idea of a core of common, fundamental learnings for working life, and 
 their definition, organisation and delivery to students in appropriate settings, provides a 
means of interrelating the traditionally and dysfunctionally, separated domains of 
general and vocational education (60). 
 
     In a similar vein, Green (1997) has identified two major strategies used for ensuring that 
VET is underpinned by the general educational foundation necessary for adult and working 
life. The 'general technical and vocational education' paradigm (which operates in France, 
Germany, Japan and Sweden) is based on the 'precept that vocational learning rests on a 
common foundation of general education, or culture generale as it is termed in France' (92). 
Linked to ideas of citizenship and minimum cultural entitlement, this approach assumes that all 
forms of vocational study require a general foundation to support the knowledge and skills 
required for working life. Against this, the 'core skills' paradigm (characteristic of the American 
and British systems) assumes no general educational or cultural entitlement but, instead, 
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bases VET on technical and essentially utilitarian considerations linked to employment and 
labour market requirements.  
     Reflecting on the skills and competence-based developments in British VET referred to 
earlier, Green observes that with the 'decline of time-served apprenticeship, and the advent of 
competence-based learning, this already 'lean' notion of skill has become more minimalist, 
both culture- and theory-free' (93). He concludes that:  
the core skills paradigm represents an impoverished form of general education which is 
neither adequately delivering the minimum basic skills normally  associated with an 
effective general education...nor even attempting to impart a foundation of scientific 
and humanistic culture adequate to the demands of active citizenship in modern 
societies... However, the critique must go wider than this, since core skills fall short on 
another count central to the reform of post-16 education, which is that they fail to 
provide the basis for a workable unified curriculum (100). 
 
     There is now a broad consensus on the need for a unified curriculum for students aged 14-
19 which avoids specialisation until the later years and allows for a mix of general and 
vocational subjects (Hodgson & Spours,1997). The abolition of the divisions between 
vocational and academic studies at this stage can effectively bridge the historical divide and 
foster the learning culture which is required to support contemporary lifelong learning policy 
and practice.  
 
Values 
 
Green's reference to the impoverishment of VET through skills- and competence-based 
strategies is paralleled by an impoverishment in the values domain. The new vocationalist 
initiatives referred to earlier generated a VET system which was excessively technicist and 
individualist - suggesting that students were nothing more than receptacles needing to be filled 
with skills and competences for a competitive labour market - and which reduced all values to 
the qualities desired by employers. There is now a growing critique of this ethically vacuous 
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approach to vocational studies (White,1997; Hyland,1999) which - in the spirit of Dewey - 
insists that VET programmes should be underpinned by the social, moral and aesthetic values 
which are an integral part of all working lives. 
     Such a values dimension for VET would seek to go beyond the utilitarianism and neo-liberal 
notions which characterised the 'enterprise culture' of the 1980s and 1990s (Hyland,2000b) to 
construct a framework of communitarian and public service values within which a 
reconstructed VET can be located. Pring (1995) expresses the position well in his observation 
that in;  
 
trying to reconcile different traditions of liberal education and vocational 
preparation...we need to ask more fundamental moral questions about what it is to live 
fully human lives and what the connection is between personal development and the 
wider social framework in which that development might take place (194-5). 
 
Gleeson (1996: 15) makes a similar point in calling for a 'new educational settlement' which 
embraces an:  
 
active view of citizenship which links partnership and empowerment in personal 
education and economic relations beyond market, qualifications and employer-led 
considerations...It also involves realisation that education, learning, society and work 
are synonymous, not separate entities. 
 
 ********************************* 
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